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Where Do New Popes Come from?

A Good Question!  A few people have asked me this over the last few days – mostly young people…but then why wouldn’t they? As I said last week I did happen to be around in Rome when Pope Paul VI – two before last – died, and that was in 1978, his successor, Pope John Paul 1, was pope for 33 days, so the idea of a ‘new’ pope is a novelty for many people in the Church.  If it is the case that Pope John Paul is the third longest reigning Pope since forever, (and he was elected in 1978 , the ‘year of the three popes’), the idea of electing a new one is a bit strange. 

To be honest, there is a wee bit of a problem here. If anyone had thought of asking St Peter ‘How does is feel being pope?’ – I suspect he wouldn’t have known what to say.  The idea around the Bishop of Rome being ‘in charge’ of all the other bishops in the world didn’t emerge until the middle of the 2nd century, and even then there was hassle about it. However, there is no doubt about Pope Pius IX (1846 – 1878) his reign of 32 years, is the longest.

So – what happens?

After 15 days (and before 20) days of the Pope’s death, all the Cardinals of the world meet together in Rome.  There are 117 of them who are able to vote for the successor of Pope John Paul II – interesting that he has chosen all but three of the 117 who will meet over the next few weeks.  There are over 200 cardinals in the world, but only those under 80 are eligible to vote.  

Why Cardinals?

This all began centuries ago – like in 350AD – when the Bishop of Rome asked the ‘deacons’ in Rome to help him to care for the Church throughout the world.  As the Church grew, the Bishop of Rome took advice from local priests and others about how to organise and ‘shape’ the local church communities.  

The College of Cardinals began in 1150 – so its not such a new idea….The College has been responsible for electing the new Pope since 1059 (don’t even begin to ask me about the difference of dates – I know I had the dates wrong about the Pope last week – he was shot on 13 May 1981 (not 2001) and came to the UK in 1982 (not 2002) – congratulations to all who spotted the deliberate mistake!)

By 1274 the first rules for a Conclave to elect a new Pope were set up, and they have been pretty well the same since then.  Can you even begin to imagine, IKEA, British Home Stores, Virgin, Debenhams, the World Bank, or any other modernish business or organisation having that kind of history – it is amazing that it has survived, but survive it does…The word Conclave is from two Latin words meaning ‘with a key’, and refers back to the time when the Cardinals were literally ‘locked up’ during their discussions until the new Pope had been elected.

The Cardinals will all meet in a new building (suggested by Pope John Paul II) and they will meet in secret.  They will meet every morning after Mass and meditation, and write the name of the person who they think can be the ‘supreme bridge-builder’ in the Church.  They are meant to disguise their handwriting, and all the names are read out ‘in a loud and clear voice’, so that all the others can hear.  

Whoever is elected should have a two-thirds majority plus one – of the College of Cardinals (I’ll leave you to work out how many that is). When the decision is reached, then white smoke rises from the chimney of the Vatican.

There are two voting session each morning and two each afternoon.  If there is no clear decision, then the voting papers are burnt (no chance of electoral fraud with these men – I suspect), and black smoke rises from the chimney. After a few days, the Cardinals have a ‘rest day’.  They are meant to pray and meditate and converse…no doubt a wee bit of pollitiking will go on.  In theory, the person elected does not have to be a Cardinal, - but that has not happened since the 16th century. 

Once a decision has been made, and the white smoke has emerged, (and, new from this year, - the bells of St Peter’s Basilica have been rung), the new pope has a very short time to make up his mind. God love him!  Outside in St Peter’s Square, the crowd will be totally manic about who is to be the next pope – and, to be honest, a few of us around the world will also be interested!

Very soon after his appointment, the ‘new pope’ will be asked ‘By what name do you wish to be called?’  This is a fascinating question.  The new man will want to be his own man, but he will also want to be seen to continue the recent tradition as far as possible.  So, Karol Wojtyla chose John Paul II – not such a hard choice, given that his predecessor was only in post for 33 days.

Once the new Pope has received a promise of loyalty from the other Cardinals, he is led out on to the balcony overlooking St Peter’s Square (which is really a circle near the spot where St Peter is probably buried, and will accommodate around 750,000 people) where he will bless the City and the World – often describe in Latin as the ‘Urbe et Orbe’ blessing. 

However, at the end of the day, we need to pray that the Cardinals will be blest with compassion for the Church and real Wisdom.  We join the whole Church in praying that they will indeed be blessed  and use their amazing collective intelligence and wisdom – and choose the right man.

 P.S. – I know that some people might find this kind of thing boring, and others might find it a little scary, but  if you are into Popes, look at a book called ‘The Oxford Dictionary of Popes’ by J.N.D. Kelly – a really totally respected scholar – you might be surprised about the history of the whole Papacy. Like- there have been 35 ‘antipopes’ over the last 2000 years – did you ever hear Sister tell you that at school? Honestly, I’m not making it up.

Having said that, (I feel better now that I’ve said it), there is absolutely no question that Pope John Paul II has been an astounding figure on the world stage.  Time will tell how influential he has been in relation to Communism, Capitalism, Totalitarianism, all sorts of ‘isms’.  He has been totally committed to the dignity of the human person, freedom of religion, the need to serve the poor, the right to the fullness life for the unborn, and the rest of us who are born.  He has been influential in regard to the Death Penalty throughout the world – I do wonder what George Bush makes of that, given that he did attend the Pope’s funeral on Friday…

PPS – we are far from the time when the Cardinals were ensconced in the monastery and taking about 9 months to choose a new Pope – and why wouldn’t they when they were being well fed, wined and watered.  The local folk were annoyed about this, rightly, so they climbed up onto the roof and removed the slates – and thanks to bad weather, a new Pope was appointed within 24 hours…..Things don’t happen like that nowadays – I hope.
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